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Abstract 
This study aims to investigate workplace learning modes that contribute towards the competence development of employees in 
the context of small tourism enterprises. The study employs a mixed method approach conducted in two phases that are run 
concurrently.  Stratified random sampling technique was used to select the desired samples from small tourism enterprises 
(STEs). The data obtained will then be analyzed using suitable statistics. The findings of this study reveal the competence 
development process, learning modes that contribute towards competence development, the types of competences developed and 
the factors that facilitate workplace learning. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Globalization and advancement in technology has changed global scenarios indefinitely. Hyper-competition is the 
immediate effect brought by these phenomena into the business arena. Firms in order to survive must continuously 
innovate while meeting customers need with high speed and equally matched quality. Human capital or more 
specifically workers competence is a key to firm’s survival and success now. How could workforce be made 
competent? The answer undeniably lies in continuous education or learning. This is beautifully captured as “lifelong 
learning” by Edgar Faure in 1972 in his seminal work for UNESCO 30 years ago (Knapper et al, 2000). Life long 
learning comprises of all types of learning that takes place in an individual’s life whether planned or unplanned, 
formal or informal. Learning is no longer the domain of educational institutions alone; workplaces are also fast 
becoming important learning environments 
Malaysian scenario is not much different from the rest of its global counterparts.  With aspirations of becoming a 
fully developed nation by the year 2020 and an innovation-led economy, lifelong long learning especially workplace 
learning has to be embraced and encouraged. Although all economic sector needs to be revived and developed, 
travel and tourism sector needs more attention  being one of the top contributor for Malaysian Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP). Therefore it is imperative to conduct a study in Malaysia to explore the competence development 
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process in the workplace, the learning modes and the competences developed through them among employees of 
small tourism enterprises.  
2. Statement of Problem 
The contribution of Malaysian small medium enterprises of all sectors to its GDP is only 32% despite constituting 
99.2% of total establishments in the country (SMI business directory, 2009). Other countries in the Asean region 
certainly records higher contribution of SMEs in their economy. The percentage of SME’s contribution to Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) ranges from 60.0% in China, 55.3% in Japan and 50.0% in Korea (Bank Negara Malaysia, 
2003).  Small tourism enterprises contribute up to 10% of the total SMEs contribution to Malaysian GDP. World 
Tourism and Travel council (WITC) points out that tourism sector is a job creator, export driver and most 
importantly provides self-employment opportunity. 
The inadequate performance of Malaysian small medium enterprises is due to various reasons. MITI (2007) 
identified two main clusters of problem causing factors; the first is the problem with government’s assistance and 
second is the problem with the business itself. Ting (2004) identified five key challenges facing Malaysian small 
medium enterprises: lack of access to finance, human resource constraints, limited or inability to adopt technology, 
lack of information on potential markets and customers, and global competition. Ting also highlighted the risk of 
SMEs dying out if they fail to increase their competitiveness at par with the rapidly changing world of globalization. 
Wang (2003) also pointed out that many challenges facing SMEs include lack of financing, low productivity, lack of 
managerial capabilities, and lack of access to management and technology and heavy regulatory burdens among 
many others. Similarly SMIDEC (2002) reports that SMEs are faced with challenges such as low productivity and 
low quality output, limited capability to meet challenges of market liberalization and globalization, limited capacity 
for technology management and knowledge acquisition as well as shortage of skills for the new business 
environment among others. On top of that that many small medium enterprises are caught in the vicious 
“competence paradox” whereby the risk of losing employees increases with the skill development training provided 
(Csaba, 2005). Although the possibility of losing employees due to competence development is there, it is very 
small in comparison to the benefit that is gained from having competent workforce. As such small medium 
enterprises should seriously look into developing a competent workforce and this study is intended to help them by 
revealing how the competence development process can be done, the needed organizational factors, support from 
employers and the benefit to workers and the enterprise itself. 
The challenges faced by STEs are similar to those faced by other small to medium sized enterprises.  Siemens 
(2005) indicated lack of infrastructure and off-seasons are their biggest problem and these are consistent with 
University of St. Gallen's (1996) report that also included managerial issues and workers lack of competence. 
Karanasios & Burgress (2006) showed inability to adopt internet facility in daily activities is also a major hindrance 
for STEs. 
To assist the relevant authorities in designing trainings that really befits and benefits the STEs of Malaysia, a 
probe on the types of competences needed in the workplace and how they are acquired is a must. This urgent need 
warrants a research into this area to identify the types of competence developed through workplace learning among 
employees of SME and the process of acquiring it. 
 
4. Research Objectives 
This study is intended to explore the competence development process through workplace learning among 
employees of small medium enterprises in Malaysia that are involved in tourism; called as small tourism enterprises 
(STEs). The major aim is to uncover the competence development process in STEs.  It is also aimed at exposing the 
relation between the various modes of learning and the competence development process. Besides that, this study is 
also interested in examining factors that encourage workplace learning. The different types of competences 
developed through workplace learning by the workforce of small medium enterprises would also be identified at the 
end of this.  Apart from the above this study would also investigate the workers profile, the organization’s profile 
and employer’s contribution to workplace learning. 
 
In summary the research objectives of this study can be stated as: 
(i) To identify and describe the types of learning that takes places in an STE. 
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(ii) To investigate the relationship between various types of learning and competence development. 
(iii) To identify and describe the factors that facilitates workplace learning. 
(iv) To explore and describe the competence development process 
(v) To identify and describe the various competences developed through workplace learning in STEs. 
 
5. Review of Literature 
 
i. Competence Development 
The term “competence” was first popularized by Prahalad and Hamel in a Harvard Business Review in 1990. It 
refers to an organizationally embedded knowledge that can create differential value for which customers are willing 
to pay and that competitors would find it hard to imitate. However, the term competency was quickly adapted by 
people of different fields giving it different meanings according to their field and the context in which it was applied 
to. Literature review unveils that competency is often seen through three different lenses: (i)Output lens - where the 
focus is on the observable performance due to learning processes (Boam & Sparrow, 1992; Bowden & Master, 
1993),(ii)Standard/quality lens - this refers to the minimum acceptable level of performance (Rutherford, 1995; 
Hager et al., 1994) and (iii)Traits lens - which refers to the underlying attributes of an individual such as knowledge, 
skills or abilities (Boyatzis,1982, Sternberg and Kolligian,1990). Regardless to which lens is used , the notion of 
competency is linked to the concept of human performance, which according to the Rummel model (Rothwell & 
Kazanas, 1992) encompasses several elements: (i) the work situation is the origin of the requirement for action that 
puts the competency into action, (ii) the individual’s required attributed (knowledge, skill, attitudes) in order to be 
able to act in the work situation, (iii) the response, which is the action itself and (iv) the consequences or outcomes 
which are the final results of the action and that determine if standard performance has been met.  
Oates (op.cit:62) suggests the following classification of competences, which shows differences in the scope or 
level of aggregation of descriptions of competence: (i) Generic competence: relating to skill components which are 
not expressed in the form of activities specific to a particular setting. (ii) Occupational competence: relating to 
description at the level of an occupation: the description engages with activities at a high level of generality, with the 
intention that it applies to a wide range of settings and to a wide range of specific ways of completing activities 
(iii)Task - specific competence (independent of specific jobs): relating to descriptions which give the detail of the 
task but do not engage with the way that the task might be organized within a specific work system.(iv)Job specific 
and enterprise-specific competence: relating to descriptions of the way in which the task is undertaken in a specific 
work system. This would include job descriptions, work analysis process and such. (v)Person - specific competence: 
relating to the way the task or job is undertaken by a specific work system. This is important for training, assessment 
and evaluation purposes; undertaken by workers/learners themselves, it can also form their own contribution to 
appraisal systems and assessment and in preparing applications for jobs and for training /education programs. 
Murray (2003) identified four generic competency subsystems; management (personal competencies), technical 
learning, and operational (organization competencies). It was concluded by the researcher that all four competencies 
had little influence on long-term project performance by large firms; Hoffman (1999) developed typologies of 
meaning and purpose of the term competency to ease its use and minimalize confusion. The typologies were 
constructed based on individual and corporate purposes and were viewed from the output and input perspectives. 
A competency model is a mere description of the requirements to be successful in a job, department or organization 
according to Rothwell (2000).  
Dreyfus developed a model known as skills acquisition model that can be used to explain individual’s competence 
development. According to Dreyfus there are five stages in skill acquisition process before an individual becomes an 
expert. 
Stage 1: Novice – follows rules and does not feel responsible for outcomes. Novices tend to apply rules 
religiously and are very detail conscious. They don’t recognize patterns as everything in their environment is 
relatively new to them. Novices are very dependent on their mentors and need very clear directions and guidance. 
They normally don’t know what they don’t know. 
Stage 2: Advanced Beginner - recognizes new situation in which the rules may be applied but still does not feel 
responsible for them. Advanced beginners are more familiar with patterns and trends available and emerging in their 
daily work due to repeated experience. Though advanced beginners can recognize trends and pictures they may still 
lack the ability to see the big picture. They also learn that there are exceptions to rules and are still dependent on 
mentors for decision making and problem solving. 
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Stage 3: Competent - Competent performers are aware of solutions of common problems. They follow rules, 
apply an organizing “perspective” to determine what elements of the problem are relevant and feel accountable 
because of decision-making. They typically have forgotten many facts they once knew but would still 
subconsciously still access them in decision making and problem solving. They are more intuitive, less objective and 
use a lot of conscious reasoning for their decision making. 
Stage 4: Proficiency- the proficient learner uses pattern recognition arising from the extensive experience to identify 
the problem (“what is happening”) and rules and analysis in formulating the “how” of the solution. A sense of 
responsibility follows the decision-making. Decisions are often fluid and rapid but are made very analytically with 
the help of intuitive shortcuts. 
Stage 5: Expertise – Experts often possesses extensive experience and can immediately see “what” is happening 
and “how” to approach the situation. They learn new materials faster than they forget the old material. They are very 
confident and intuitively know their abilities and boundaries. They recognize patterns effortlessly and tend to use 







   A new study on this area is needed as to enrich the local literature. Currently studies on this subject matter in 
Malaysian context are far few in numbers and narrow in its scope of the research. Previous studies covered issues 
such as managerial competences through self-directed learning (Junaidah Hashim, 2008), factors that encourages 
workplace learning (Krauss S.E & Khaw, 2008), types of competencies developed through workplace learning (Nor 
Aishah Buang & Lilia Halim, 2006), learner’s perspective on workplace learning (Mazanah Muhammad & 
Khairuddin Idris, 2005), and job satisfaction and workplace learning (Rowden & Ahmad, 2000).  
It is undeniable that these studies have shed light on this topic from various viewpoints yet there are still a plenty 
of unanswered questions in the context of workplace learning and competence development in Malaysian SMEs that 
are involved in tourism business. Detailed discussion of these previous studies both done locally and internationally 
are discussed in the next chapter under the title of literature review. 
Lifelong learning is the current interest of researchers and scholars across the globe but unfortunately workplace 
learning which is a component of lifelong learning is not getting as much attention as it deserves. As such this 
research attempts to honour workplace learning and hence attract many more researchers into this field. 
ii. Workplace Learning 
In the wake of the changing context of work and new or modified competence demands there is a widespread 
consensus about the importance of workplace learning (Jónsdóttir, 2007). It is considered to be a key strategy to 
meet the challenges both from the perspective of firms’ competitiveness and innovativeness and from the 








Figure1. Dreyfus’ Model of Competency Development 
                                                                                                                                                             (Dreyfus & Dreyfus (1986) 
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workplace learning is to develop vocational practice (Billet, 2001). However, workplace learning should not replace 
school-based learning but the two can complement each other (Rasmussen, 2006; Aarkorg 2005; Bottrup, 2005; 
Andersen et al., 2004; Bottrup & Jorgensen, 2004).  
There are many reasons why organizations engage in workplace learning besides the obvious improvement in 
productivity. Lindell and Stensrom (2005) explained that both nation-state and company motives for pursuing 
workplace learning can be economical, educational, social and cultural. Literature review reveals an exhaustive list 
of reasons than zooms deeper into the raison d'être. Challenges of globalization, regionalization and k-economy, 
governmental policy initiatives and supporting mechanisms, market pressure affecting prospects for profit making 
and/or business survival , leading to redefinition of company performance; growing recognition of international 
training standards and quality accreditation system, technological, product and organizational changes in companies, 
vision, leadership and commitment at top management level and market success have been identified as the basis for 
organizations to be involved in workplace learning.  (Wongboonsin, 2006; Sienthai & Bechter, 2005; Döös, 2004, 
Kongsanchai, 2001; Lawler, Sienthai & Atmiyananda, 1997; Waywanod, 1990).  Implementing workplace learning 
is not only beneficial for the organization it is also found to be benefiting employees. Work environments which 
facilitate and stimulate learning and competence development positively influence health, wellbeing and personal 
development of their employees (Nilsson, 2003). 
Having discussed about the benefits of work place learning it must be noted that not all organizations are 
persuaded to engage in it. Many still shy away or show very little interest and have valid reasons for doing so too. 
Ellström et al, 1996 indicated that crucial reasons for companies not being motivated for giving workplace learning 
a high priority are their position in the market, their business strategy and their organizational structure.   
Though organizations may show interest and invest substantial amount in workplace learning, not all ventures 
will prove success.  Conducive environment is a precondition for successful workplace learning. Wongboonsin et. 
al., (2007) suggest that strong leadership commitment is a pertinent while Andersen et.al, 2004: Kock, 2002; 
Tikkanen, 2002; Wahlgren et al., 2002) in Elkjaer (2007) indicated that variation in work tasks improves the quality 
of workplace learning.  Factors that hinder the development of a good quality workplace learning includes 
intensification of work that is a consequence of rationalization and downsizing, hence placing pressure on time 
(Döös, 2004, Kock, 2002; Svensson, Ellström and Aberg,2004) in Elkjaer (2007). 
Literature review reveals that workplace learning and competence development through workplace learning is 
still a relatively young topic in Malaysia. In 2006 a study was done by NorAishah Buang, Lilia Halim, Norlena 
Salamudin, Taib Harun, Ruhizan Md Yasin and Ramlee Mustapha on workplace learning in the public and private 
sector in Malaysia. The objective of the study was to uncover how participating or not participating in formal and 
non-formal workplace learning is related to generic competence development, non economic values and professional 
development among employees of public and private sector. The researchers used questionnaires that contained 
closed questions and Likert scale response options. The questionnaires were distributed to random samples of 300 
manufacturing employees in the private sector and 250 government employees. The study revealed that public sector 
employees benefited more through workplace learning in comparison to those working in private sector. Specifically 
the study indicated that young female employees with better educational background are more inclined towards 
developing competence through workplace learning. 
Mazanah Muhamad and Khairuddin Idris investgated workplace learning in Malaysia: The learners’ perspective 
in Malaysia in the year of 2005. The researchers studied 3000 respondents aged 21 and above across four states in 
peninsular Malaysia; Kedah, Selangor, Terengganu and Melaka, respectively representing the northern, central, 
eastern and Southern zones. A number of 750 respondents were sampled from each state. 
The researchers used questionnaire and interviews as their research instruments to gather necessary data from 
the respondents. The questionnaire comprised of three parts, part one was intended to measure workplace learning 
and respondent demographics and socio-economic profiles, learning providers (who, where), program features, 
(duration, what and how they learn), and learning motive, impact and challenge. Part two of the questionnaire was to 
measure learning motives. The instrument also sought to measure psychological attributes such as self-esteem and 
attitudes towards learning. Self-esteem was assessed with 24 items guided by the Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale 
(2001). Part three of the questionnaire was designed to measure learning attitude and used a Likert scale of 1 
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). For the interviews, trained enumerators collected data by personally 
interviewing respondents at their homes. Enumerators interviewed respondents for thirty minutes each and recorded 
responses on the questionnaire, and later transferred the responses onto Optical Mark Reading (OMR) forms for 
scanning and database storage. Data were analyzed for descriptive and inferential statistics using the SPSS program. 
In total, valid responses were obtained from 2262 respondents. Their study helped to identify learners’ profile, 
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learning provision and pattern and also showed that Malaysians participate in formal workplace learning as a part of 
their employment activities. The learners perceive that the workplace learning in Malaysia is contextual and 
promoted by political-economic agenda. The researchers concluded their study by pointing out that workplace 
learning in Malaysia is affected by factors such as learner’s socio-cultural, economic and psychological status as 
well as employer’s role and support. 
 
iii. Small Tourism Enterprises 
Small Tourism enterprises are basically small to medium sized enterprises that are involved in tourism related 
business. There are no fixed definitions for STEs. University of St. Gallen in Switzerland (1996) indicated that 
hotels with rooms less than 50 and travel agencies with less than 10 employees are considered as small. In Malaysia, 
a generally accepted definition is yet to be carved, as such definition coined by SMECORP previously known as 
SMIDEC, can be used for practicality and quick referencing.  This definition is based on the establishment category, 
its annual sales turnover, number of full time employees and the sector it belongs to. The complete definition is 
tabulated below. All agencies or bodies that deal directly or indirectly with SMEs now adopt this same definition.  
 
 
Table 1. SMECORP’s Definition of SME 
 
 Micro Small  Medium 
Manufacturing , 
Manufacturing related 
services and Agro Based 
Industries 
Sales turnover less 
than RM250,000 or 
full-time employees 




less than RM10 
million OR full 
time employees 
between 5 and 50 
Sales turnover between 
RM10 million and 
RM25 million OR full 
time employees 
between 51 and 150 
Services, Primary, 
Agriculture and Information 
communication Technology 
( ICT) 
Sales turnover of less 
than RM200,000 OR 
full time employees 




less than RM1 
million OR full 
time employees 
between 5 and 19 
Sales turnover between 
RM1 million and RM5 
million OR full time 
employees between 20 
and 50 
                                                                                                                                                          (SME CORP, 2009) 
 
  
This definition of STE has been recently refined by a study done by Azilah Kassim in 2009. Her study that 
investigated 26 hotels in Malaysia showed that hotels classified as 3-star and below falls under the category of small 
medium sized enterprises due to their employee number lesser than 50. 
The formation of Tourism Development Corporation (TDC) in 1972 under Ministry of Trade and Industry (MITI) 
marked a new beginning for Malaysian tourism industry. Currently travel and tourism industry has been 
experiencing rapid growth and gained importance in the Malaysian economy. In the 10th Malaysian Plan (2010-
2015), the local government has allocated RM230billion for development expenditure and which includes the 
tourism industry. Malaysian government shows its seriousness and commitment in developing this industry by 
devising various funds and aids such as tourism infrastructure fund, tourism special fund, incentives for investment 
in the tourism industry and incentives for tourism industry just to name a few. 
Tourism is among the biggest foreign exchange earners for Malaysia. In 2009 the tourist arrival was 23.6 million 
and tourist receipts earned from it were RM 53.4 billion. Travel and tourism also contributes 13.4% of the country’s 
total economy. (Motour, 2010). The contribution of travel and tourism to Malaysian Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
is 12.3% in 2009. 
In 2007 services sector accounted for 42% of the total Malaysian employment and within this sector hotels and 
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6. Methodology 
 
This study is exploratory and descriptive in nature as it intends to examine the types of learning that occur in a 
SME’s workplace context, the types of competences developed, the factors that facilitate this process, and the types 
of learning that assists in the progression along the competence continuum. This study will be conducted in two 
phases using a mixed method approach.  
 
i. Research population and sample 
The desired population for this study is the employees of small to medium sized tourism related enterprises in 
Klang Valley. Ministry of International Trade and Industry (2009) explains that tourism services encompasses 
hotels, resorts, lodgings, tour services, travel agencies, restaurant and catering services , and transport companies. 
There is a total of 2500 tourism based small and medium sized enterprises in Klang Valley. Stratified random 
sampling will be used to select the needed respondents from the two largest “strata”; namely hotels and travel 
agencies. 
 
ii. Research instrument 
There will be two research instruments used in this study. A semi structured interview will be conducted with 
selected respondents in the phase one of study and a survey questionnaire will be used in the second phase.   This is 
necessary as there significant number of employees of this sector who are illiterate and therefore unable to fill in the 
questionnaire. The combination of survey questionnaire and the semi-structured interviews would provide sufficient 
breadth and depth of coverage hence making the findings more meaningful and all-rounded. 
 
iii. Piloting the study 
Piloting will be done among small tourism enterprises employees located in kajang /Bangi area. A total of 10 
small tourism enterprise employees will be interviewed for phase one of the study and for phase two of the study, 20 
questionnaires will be sent out to elicit the needed responses. 
 
iv. Data analysis 
Data obtained through the semi-structured interview will be analyzed using NViVo software whereas data 




Competencies are the source of competitive advantage for all organizations. To remain afloat in the hyper-
competition tsunami organizations of all sizes must continually improve on their products, processes and human 
capital and continuos learning is one way of achieving it. This is even more pertinent in cases of small medium 
enterprises that often get engulfed by globalization wave and never to be seen again. Past studies show that 
competencies are developed from learning that happens inside and outside of an organization but there are yet 
specific studies conducted in Malaysian context that uncovers the competence development process and the learning 
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